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At the ALARPM National Conference in 1998 I presented a paper which described 
the first systematic adoption of action research into a national social welfare program 
in Australia (Crane 1998). Eight years on this program, which commenced as a pilot 
in 1996, has morphed into the expanded and re-badged Reconnect. The Australian 
government now funds some 100 Reconnect services to undertake and promote early 
intervention into youth homelessness. The aim of the program is to enhance the 
connection of young people (aged 12 to 18 years) who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness, with their families, education, employment and community. Action 
research has become institutionalised as an integral component of the program, whilst 
more broadly action research or action learning has been incorporated in some way 
into a raft of other human service programs and organisations.    
 
In this paper I reflect on the factors that have facilitated the development and 
continued utilisation of action research within Reconnect and the implications this has 
for other social programs that may adopt action research.   
 
My key message is that action research has a very substantial contribution to make to 
the central task of social programs and services, that of improving the situations of 
people.  To do so however there are caveats- ones which relate to the way it sits 
alongside other forms of inquiry, the challenge of becoming institutionalised and 
sustainable in particular contexts, and the need for it to be seen as a process for 
maximising a range of social goods rather than as an end in itself.   
 
 
The case of Reconnect 
 
My reflections on AR amount largely to what could be considered a case study of its 
application in one social program, that of Reconnect. But I will attempt to go further 
than this one case and in so doing risk the charge of generalising unreasonably from 
the evidence- because a case is meant to allow you the listener to draw linkages 
between it and the contexts of your practice and for you to decide what parallels can 
be drawn.  
 
To recap on my 1998 paper the then named Youth Homeless Pilot Programme 
(YHPP) was the first social program initiative of the Howard government after it was 
elected in 1996. Developed through an appointed Prime Ministerial Taskforce it had 
substantial authority to develop a different form of social program. It was developed 
at a time when the Australian government was actively moving away from an 
 1
entitlements and service user rights view of service delivery to one which looked to 
communities, families and individuals to contribute more to their own welfare.   
 
The program was born out of substantial empirical and analytical effort regarding the 
nature of youth homelessness and how it might be responded to. A program logic was 
developed which was largely drawn from the work of Crane and Brannock (1996). 
One element of good early intervention practice identified was the presence in service 
providers of a strong action- reflection capacity. The terms of reference for the 
Taskforce, endorsed by the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, translated 
this into a requirement that action research be used as a tool for the development of 
the program. This high level of endorsement was a crucial factor in action research 
embedding in the program. 
 
Whilst a range of services could be argued as having been doing early intervention in 
respect of youth homelessness (Crane and Brannock 1996) this was a new program 
initiative in a newly named area of human service practice. As such it had the 
advantage of not having to change existing program or service culture- rather it could 
take what was seen as a relatively ‘fresh’ approach.  Many working in social programs 
and human services do not have this luxury.  
  
A feature of the action research literature is a perennial interest in defining it. The 
name of ALARPM reflects this. The approach adopted in the YHPP was based on the 
definition developed collaboratively at the 1989 Action Research Symposium which I 
was privileged to be part of. It was a ‘maximising approach’ in that the characteristics 
of AR are not viewed as absolute beyond people reflecting on and seeking to improve 
their work or situation. Rather AR was seen as present when the pilot increasingly: 
¾ Enables stakeholders to participate in identifying questions, answering them 
and making decisions about action; 
¾ Involves stakeholders in gathering data about their own questions; 
¾ Works in a collaborative less hierarchical way, that shares power with all 
stakeholders; 
¾ Encourages stakeholders to take responsibility for their own critical analysis, 
evaluation and management; 
¾ Encourages stakeholders to learn progressively and publicly by testing ideas 
(… and possibly making mistakes along the way) and 
¾ Progressively enables stakeholders to ask and answer bigger questions 
(Quixley 1998). 
 
The approach was also badged as participatory action research (PAR) with the 
participation of service users being integral. In the first instance this referred to the 
need for AR to identify and inquire into questions critical to the local contexts of early 
intervention strategy development. Indeed it was not assumed that the pilot services 
would necessarily deliver early intervention services in the narrow sense but that 
would through collaboration assist the early intervention capacity of their 
‘community’ or communities to increase. This reflected the program logic that 
conceptualised early intervention as a particular time of intervention not a particular 
model of service. So conceptualised, AR was the tool whereby funded pilots could 
engage with others respectfully and openly to identify and support the development of 
locally relevant early intervention strategies.  
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Over time the central goal of AR in the program has clarified to become improvement 
not simply in the situation of practice but in the situation of the people at who early 
intervention aims to assist. Participatory action research has particular relevance to 
programs such as these. Participatory action research is best understood as one of a 
number of action inquiry methods that can be used in human service delivery systems. 
It is particularly useful as a framework and set of tools for developing context 
responsive and outcomes oriented practice strategies. 
 
In 1998 the evaluation of the pilots which included 7 studies, some empirical and 
some more reflective provided the Taskforce with the capacity to strongly endorse the 
Pilot program (Evaluation Committee, Prime Ministerial Youth Homeless Taskforce 
1998).  
 
The government decided to fund an ongoing program which it named Reconnect. 
Action research was maintained as a mandated and key program component. Seven 
years on this continues. Since this time the Department of Family and Community 
Services has included action research as a component in the family homelessness 
prevention program HOME Advice and provided funding for the Australian Institute 
of Family Studies to support the development of action research across a range of 
community services. In Queensland the then Department of Family Services 




The contribution action research can make to social services 
 
The accounts of action research over the past nine years reveal action research being 
applied to various aspects of human service practice. These include: 
 
• Development of better strategies to engage with target group/ clients eg fathers 
and male family figures generally have far lower involvement rates 
• Development of particular programs/activities/facilities/resources for young 
people who have low levels of connection with school, family or community, 
or for their parents 
• Collaboratively research that results in the production of a resource. This 
resource facilitates further action. It may speak to one or more of the client 
groups or stakeholders in the service context- parents, young people, service 
providers. For example one service facilitated young people and parents 
producing a DVD to assist young people and parents to better understand and 
communicate with one another; 
• Development of a strategy to allow young people and a key part of their 
support network (family, school, work, community) to be better connected eg 
Lawn mower repair workshops as a vehicle to address the low level of 
involvement of significant Indigenous adult males in lives of young 
Indigenous men; 
• How a particular currently used intervention methodology can improved so as 
to produce better outcomes eg improvement of a mediation program; 
• Working towards reducing a barrier to young people having stable living 
situations and connected lives eg improving the way a school understands and 
responds to student homelessness. 
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The action research processes used differ in a number of respects.  Some start very 
open ended while others assume a broad model of service delivery is valid and seek to 
incrementally improve it. Some noticed that there were limitations in what they were 
doing and undertook an AR process that critically reviewed their model of service: 
 
We also found that not many undertook counselling, (no matter how low key 
we were) beyond one or two sessions. It was of our own opinion that we had 
not successfully engaged them in the process. And secondly, most of our 
clients were referred by Centrelink. They were young, angry and out of home 
and not wanting to reconcile. So we started to query the legitimacy of this 
intervention as being early intervention, and how could we engage young 
people and or their families into support prior to the relationship breaking 
down all together. So in effect the question became, what would it take to 
improve our capacity in early intervention?  
 
It also became apparent that Indigenous workers and communities were producing 
some of the most interesting and grounded action research. 
 
Our program level reflection led us to believe that much of what was understood and 
explained as action research was not indeed fully developed. The following extract 
from an action research report of a Reconnect service summarises a commonly held 
view regarding the contribution of action research: 
 
Action research formalises work practices that welfare workers already 
utilise, but importantly gives greater weight to reflection. We have found this 
is a critical component of the ongoing improvement of service delivery to our 
clients. Workers have gained confidence in trying out new and creative 
strategies with the awareness that approaches that do not work can still 
produce learning. Workers have found that they are more responsive and 
more self-reflective in terms of their practice. This has led to great gains for 
the service in terms of responsive workers, the ability of the program to adjust 
and respond to client and community needs and an overall commitment to 
trying new things (Porter Orchard and Associates 2004, p.45). 
 
 
It was clear that the interpretation and implementation of action research varied 
enormously across the program. This of itself was not seen as problematic- 
consistency was never the goal. Indeed two independent program evaluations and a 
raft of data indicated that action research was a critical component of the programs 
success and positive impacts (ARTD 1998, RPR Consulting 2003). However it was 
clear that there were a number of areas needing attention.  One was that some 
descriptions of participatory action research sounded more like what in social work 
and human services could be termed reflective practice. Second there was often not a 
clear link apparent to the improved situations for people- rather an assumption that 
improved methods of work would necessarily be of benefit to people. Thirdly there 
was a concern that the processes of action research were often not sufficiently 
rigorous so as to produce well founded insights.  
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In 2004 the model of action research utilised in the program was revisited in the 
process of the bi-annual training event being collaboratively developed between 30 
workers from the program across Australia, the Reconnect staff from FaCS and 
consultant team from Morgan Disney. Over four months a model to depict how 
various forms of inquiry was refined and written into a paper for presentation at the 
national training (Crane 2004). The following section of this paper draws on this. 
 
 
The various approaches to inquiry that can contribute to improved situations for 
people and the place of action research within these 
 
A range of inquiry approaches including various forms of action research can 
contribute to better outcomes in people’s situations through the improvement of 
practice.  Some approaches to inquiry can be seen as doing this through cycles of 
action and reflection whilst others can be understood as being more limited to 
empirical knowledge development (simplistically referred to here as ‘traditional 
research’). These approaches to inquiry differ in terms of who is central to the process 
of question posing and the conferral of ‘validity’.    
 
The figure below provides a simple map of four broad approaches to inquiry relevant 
to human service programs and organisations. At the apex is the core logic for a social 
program, namely the improvement of people’s situations. The broad goals of 
programs and services are ostensibly statements about what constitutes an improved 
situation. Social programs derive their legitimacy from the claim that they will in 
some way be of community or civic benefit thus justifying the support of governments 
and other institutions.  
 
My view is that various methods of action inquiry as well as understandings from 
traditional research are seen to assist in realising this. This complementariness of 
academic and popular knowledge has been recognised (Orlando Fals Borda in 
Passfield 1998) though it is common to find action research stated in oppositional 
terms. 
.  
In programs and services where the development of contextually tailored approaches 
to practice are a key factor in achieving the program goals, inquiry is seen to go 
beyond the need for empirically derived evidence, program/ organisation driven 
planning and review processes, and reflective practice, to the incorporation of 
participatory action research as a key element. 
 
All of these ways of generating insights have a place in contemporary human services. 
Ongoing service review and development is essential to most human services and 
particularly so to those where there is both a vast complexity in the situational factors 
contributing to people’s difficulties, as well as a range of commonalities or recurrent 
themes across these.  Participatory action research provides a tool for the 
incorporation of action inquiry into this type of program context.  
Figure 1 below depicts various forms of inquiry as contributing to the overall goal of 
improving the situations of those people early intervention aims to assist.  
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It seems that much energy is expended in efforts to assert the superiority of one for of 
inquiry over another. Various forms of inquiry and their proponents are pitched 
against each other in a struggle for recognition that falsely presumes that some are 
simply wrong. I have reached the view that it is not so much consideration of the 
relative merits of various forms of inquiry that is important but rather the way in a 
particular set of contexts various forms of inquiry might be utilised to produce better 
situations for people. What is most interesting from this perspective is the fit between 
the contexts of practice and various forms of inquiry as well as how various forms of 
inquiry might compliment and enhance each other.    
 
Top down (organisationally 
directed) inquiry processes 
Purpose of practice 
Improved situations of families and 
young people 
Central role of those 
affected including 
service users, service 
providers and other 
organisations 
Central role of 
management  









that contribute to 









Making explicit the link between the program or service logic and action 
research 
 
Why use action research in a particular human service context?  
 
It is apparent in Reconnect that when action research is first utilised by practitioners it 
is viewed as an additional separate element to their practice. Practitioners in 
Reconnect have strongly endorsed the notion that as they become literate in action 
research so the micro processes of action inquiry can become more easily embedded 
in their everyday practice. The same is true of program and service adoption.  
 
I suspect that action research often fails to be sustained in a particular context because 
it is not sufficiently clear how its use relates to the logic of the program. Indeed many 
programs and services do not have particularly clear analytic frameworks 
underpinning them. The result is that action research is more an activity sustained as 
long as the commitment and resources flow rather than an integral and demonstrable 
vehicle for the achievement of the programs aims.  
 
In the original YHPP pilots the program logic was a matter of substantial 
investigation and reflection with the rationale for participatory action research made 
explicit and discussible.    
 
Action research is particularly relevant to early intervention in the Reconnect context 
(Crane and Richardson 2000, p.1.6): 
 
• The range of factors that underpin youth homelessness are varied, complex 
and often inter-related; 
• Early intervention relates to intervention that addresses situational and 
institutional factors which underpin youth homelessness and is differentiated 
from the more general prevention of youth homelessness which requires 
addressing structural factors; 
• To be successful, early intervention relies on young people, their families and 
other people involved finding support through a range of possible pathways 
and ‘first to know’ agents; 
• A range of agencies and community resources can contribute to effective early 
intervention services. The specific types of strategies developed will differ 
between communities due to different factors contributing to youth 
homelessness being present and the different arrangement of existing 
resources; 
• Developing early intervention capacity over time requires pro-active efforts to 
find the best ways to structure and improve practice in particular communities 
(whether these communities be locality or population based); and 
• The relevance of early intervention strategies depends on the active 
involvement of people with insights into their outcomes and on the 
communities capacity to provide the range of support needed. This can only be 
achieved if local agencies and stakeholders, including young people and their 
families, work cooperatively together. 
 
The varied factors and conditions that may contribute to a particular experience of 
homelessness means that to be effective early intervention cannot be formulaic or 
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methodologically driven.  Whilst practice in human services is generally highly 
contextualised, this is particularly true of early intervention practice.  ‘Action inquiry’ 
processes are essential if early intervention services are to be responsive and effective.  
This is not an argument against the relevance of more traditional ‘scientific’ 
approaches to research but rather a recognition that these do not, and cannot, do what 
action inquiry processes do- namely combine the processes of understanding and 
change in respect of a social issue which has in any particular instance a vast range of 
possible contributing factors and remedies.    
 
Many other social difficulties reveal a similar pattern. Being underpinned by a range 
of contributing factors, some of which are situational, institutional or relational. It is 
this highly contextualised nature of much social welfare and human services practice, 
clearly established by a long tradition of empirical research (de Montigny 1995, 
Camilleri 1996, Thompson 2001) that provides such fertile ground for the application 
of action research. However it is also clear that action research, at least as a tool 
within government sponsored programs is not a particularly influential tool for 
addressing broader structural causes of social difficulty. This is the province of 
broader political and economic systems, which most action research can aspire to 
influence in modest ways.  
 
In summary I suggest that the application of action research into human services 
requires a deep appreciation of the social issue in both its construction and empirical 
characteristics. It requires the building of a robust logic of intervention that provides a 
rationale for action research being central to the capacity for action (intervention) to 
result in improvement to the lives of the people the program aims to assist.  
 
Conversely I suggest action research or action learning applied simply as add-on 
processes of assumed benefit and not explicitly and robustly linked to the contexts of 
their implementation will be unlikely to have substantial traction and sustainability. 
 
 
The institutionalisation of action research in human service programs 
 
This is a critical area for reflection if action research is not simply to come and go as a 
periodic fashion. Amounts to development of an AR system that is seen as credible 
and which is sustainable in a particular institutional context 
 
Critical success factors have been: 
 
¾ The development of an action researching system where various cycles of 
action inquiry at different levels of the service system are established and 
linked; 
¾ This requires a network of support and communication whilst recognising that 
everyone is incredibly busy; 
¾ The careful and selective use of consultancies and other support mechanisms 
that allow action research work to be done without undermining the 
ownership, stability and direction of participatory action research in the 
program. This means dedicated resources that in turn have to be justified; 
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¾ Sponsors (funding department, host organizations) need to get their needs met 
for service administration values such as effectiveness, value and symbolic 
legitimacy; 
¾ The need for action research to maintain separate organisational space at the 
program and service levels whilst at the same time become integrated into 
everyday practice. 
 
The elements of the action researching system developed in Reconnect are 
summarised in Appendix A. 
 
 
Broader issues of ideology, governance and how we view social programs 
 
Social programs are formalised structures for the delivery of social support and/or 
intervention. Their sponsorship in Australia has generally involved both a strong role 
for government and a reliance on both government and non-government service 
delivery agents. With the incorporation of neo-liberal small government and market 
principles into social services governments in the past twenty years have increasingly 
narrowed their role to that of purchaser (Healy 1998).  Apart from the political 
advantage of being able to locate difficult social issues (‘wicked problems’) at a 
greater distance from government this steering not rowing, contract regime approach 
to the delivery of government sponsored services brought with it a range of 
governance challenges. How could those delivering services with public funds be held 
accountable?  Contracts, greater data collection, period and/or self evaluation, client 
satisfaction measures and service standards are just some of a raft of accountability 
mechanisms that emerge in this type of social service.  
 
On the one hand action research and action learning experience periodic 
fashionability. In the current context AR provides a process accountability tool that 
provides the capacity to allow a degree of autonomy around intervention methods. 
This is what a focus on outcomes was meant to achieve but within market thinking the 
only strategy is to free up a market and allow consumer choice to prevail. In contexts 
which are not entirely commodified or commodifiable such as social services 
consumer or client satisfaction measures have become the preferred mechanism for 
judging relevance or quality. Again this is not a sufficient mechanism for promoting 
better outcomes for those who use services.  
 
PAR provides governments with a process mechanism for paying attention to both 
outcomes and a relatively small role for government itself. In some respects it fits the 
current milieu. So why has it not been more widely adopted? There are many I think. 
In part perhaps there is a view that the ‘evidence’ for ‘social program development 
can be best found in empirical studies, preferably longitudinal ones. This can tension 
against the PAR acknowledgement that knowledge about some things is appropriately 
and legitimately a product of localised processes. Secondly governments are 
particularly keen for action research and other processes that require the spending of 
funds on infrastructure to demonstrate how they contribute to outcomes. In reality 
whilst exemplar case studies can be found much of the contribution of action research 
is often so interwoven with a range of contextual factors that its specific contribution 
is difficult to ‘prove’ and thus justify in  terms of those costs necessary to do action 
research effectively and sustainably. This is compounded by practitioners not often 
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‘packaging’ their insights in ways that highlight the contribution of action research. 
Thirdly action research of this type requires genuine collaboration and allowing others 
to ask questions, others to gather and interpret data, and for mistakes or poor 
outcomes to be seen as sources of learning rather than as risks to be avoided.  This can 
tension against the risk avoidance of both host organisations and governments. On the 
ground the privitisation and marketisation of social services has positioned some 
agencies as competitors rather than as potential collaborators. Collaboration becomes 
selective in such a context and this can undermine attempts to build trusting less 
hierarchical communicative social support mechanisms.  
 
The critical issue for government of how to approach governance in a market 
economy persists. In particular how to have accountability in respect of intervention 
around social issues which are influenced by many factors (‘wicked problems’ which 
are not easily solved). Action research can if done in a certain way meet some of the 
governance needs in such contexts. 
 
In summary I suggest that action research has the capacity to make a substantial 
contribution to improved situations for people. However for this to potential to be 
realised it is important for there to be:  
¾ an action research process that fits the program logic, indeed is integral to it; 
¾ an action research process that fits the contexts of implementation (the real 
lives of people and what they can do, be involved in);  
¾ linked together by creating an action researching system that is resilient, builds 
trust between players and values principled authentic inquiry-action, and 
fosters sustainability (good things institutionalised so as to whether the 
vagaries and fads of public policy administration); 
¾ fits the contexts of sponsorship (the needs and trends of market economies, 
government, nonprofit governance etc). 
 
It is important to think in terms of maximising rather than in absolutes. It is also 
important not to romanticise the level and quality of adoption that can be achieved in 
highly demanding and complex service environments. Many people don’t have the 
time or the power to participate in the ideal ways participatory action research 
conceptualises. The process of adopting and sustaining action research in human 
services is a developmental one.  The challenge of becoming more rigorous is 
important to engage with.        
 
Despite the challenge and complexity action research offers not only a process for 
developing better social services but a mechanism for their lives through seeing 
improvement as involving but not limited to traditional notions of service delivery. 
This is desperately needed if we are to respond authentically to the difficulties in 
people’s lives.   
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Elements of the Reconnect Action Researching System 
 
The following is the system that existed in 2005. In 2006 there has been a questioning 




• A clearly developed program logic that links AR to program (people) 
outcomes (revisited periodically) 
 
Causes of youth homelessness ------ early intervention ------ improved situations for 
the target group ------- contextually responsive practice strategies/ improved EI 
community capacity ------ a conceptualisation of what forms of knowledge production 
are necessary for this ----- the location of participatory action research as an essential 
ingredient to realising improving situations for people ----- development and 
interaction around good practice principles, service level insights and case studies, 
and nationally relevant themes 
 
• Action research is a mandated element of the program  
 
Action research is a required activity for funded services as a condition of that 
funding. This means that services know they will be expected to undertake action 
research prior to being funded.  
 
• Program wide mechanisms to support services start and sustain AR   
Once a year there has been a major program event to foster AR-good practice-good 
outcomes nexus 
 
- National training forum every two years 
 
- State/ clustered good practice forums every other year 
• Program wide mechanism for AR support and administration 
Reconnect AR Committee (supports AR in the program and synthesises at the 
national level) 
 
Annually fund a small number of AR projects that services indicate they could do 
with additional resources 
• Dedicated AR web site that has relevance to the program context 
Until recently there was a ReconnectAR web-site (closed site for services and their co-
researchers). This has ceased to exist though it is understood there is a keenness to 
develop a successor. 
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• Questions of National Significance which services are asked to select from 
and comment on in their reports.  
 
• Reports that synthesise what services have found out and reported 
through their AR processes.  
These feed back to services the themes, insights and good practices generated across 
the program as well as reflections on how action research is being undertaken (what’s 
being dome well and areas for improvement). 
• Periodic external program wide evaluations that use action research data 
and consider the contribution of action research in the program to target 
group outcomes.  
AR becomes one element of periodic review. Annual Program wide reflection and 





• Services are required to share how they undertake AR and a selection of 
key insights 
 
Each service fills out AR related questions as part of their service summary data 
collection- includes data on how they undertake AR and cases selected by them for 
sharing. This may change under a new performance management framework. 
 
• Services develop there own ‘AR system’ 
 
Services encouraged to develop their own mechanisms for client and relevant 
stakeholder involvement eg local reference groups, regional cluster meetings to 
support AR, consultants 
 
• Freedom to pursue questions chosen locally in a way chosen by 
themselves 
 
The programs Good Practice principles (themselves generated through action research 
and reflection processes) provide a meta framework within which services have the 






• Access to AR support resources and training 
 
Involvement in national and state mechanisms of front line workers as well as 
managers. Access to AR website for AR co-researchers who are not employees of the 
agency.   
 
• Workers are given time to undertake AR related tasks as part of their 
workloads. 
 
In the early years this was estimated and endorsed as one day per week. This can vary 
significantly between agency contexts.  
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